Is visual awareness graded or binary? Experimental work has provided support for both possibilities, leading to two coexisting but contradictory theoretical accounts. Here we propose a promising candidate factor through which to integrate both accounts: the depth of stimulus processing required by the task. We compared color identification (a low-level task) with numerical judgements (a high-level task) performed on the very same colored number stimuli. Psychophysical curves were analyzed for both objective discrimination performance and subjective visibility ratings on a trial-by trial basis. We observed a graded relationship between stimulus duration and visibility in the low-level task, but a more non-linear relationship in the high-level task. Both patterns of results have previously been consistently associated with the graded and the dichotomous account, respectively. Follow-up experiments that manipulate the level of processing can further unify previously inconsistent results, thus integrating two major theories of visual awareness.
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Introduction
Understanding the behavioral and neural mechanisms of conscious awareness remains one of the core challenges of cognitive neuroscience. In this respect, a longstanding controversial issue is whether conscious awareness is graded or binary. When we perceive an object, do we become gradually aware of it as evidence accumulates, or does awareness emerge in an all-or-none fashion, with a sharp, thresholded transition between the complete absence of conscious perception and full awareness? While many recent studies have attempted to address this question, their results remain strikingly contradictory, despite substantial similarity in the proposed psychophysical designs, in which performance and subjective reports are collected for a range of different stimulus presentation durations. The results of the experiment presented here propose a candidate factor susceptible to reconcile both accounts. We show that the hierarchical level up to which a stimulus is processed (Hochstein & Ahissar, 2002; Lockhart & Craik, 1990) modulates both task performance and subjective visibility reports. The results mirror patterns found in studies supporting both the graded and the dichotomous account. We frame these results theoretically, discuss limits of the present design, and formulate proposals for follow-up investigation that could further integrate both accounts. First, we present studies that were interpreted in favor of the graded or the dichotomous account.
A series of experiments that were taken as support for the graded account of visual awareness consistently reported gradually increasing performance and subjectively experienced visibility with increasing stimulus durations (Overgaard, Feldbaek Nielsen, & Fuglsang-Frederiksen, 2004; Sandberg, Bibby, Timmermans, Cleeremans, & Overgaard, 2011; Sandberg, Timmermans, Overgaard, & Cleeremans, 2010) . Participants were exposed to briefly presented masked geometrical objects and were asked, on each trial, to report the shape of the object as well as to judge the clarity of their visual experience on an ordinal four-point scale (Perceptual Awareness Scale, PAS). When objective 0010-0277/$ -see front matter Ó 2013 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2013.07.012
